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The Microcomputer and Kansas Wildlife Damage Reports
Martin Ottenheimer, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Kansas State University, Manhattan, KS
66506
When F. Robert Henderson, the Extension State Leader of Kansas' Wildlife Damage Control
Program, asked me for assistance in setting up a microcomputer system that would enable him
to organize and analyze wildlife damage reports, I was surprised. "Certainly," I thought,
"it's not because I am a social anthropologist and in my travels around the world I deal with
some pretty wild lifel" No, Bob knew about my work with microcomputers in Anthropology and
since we have been friends for some years he also knew that I would talk with him about the
problems in using microcomputers. He also knew that I could work with him to try to solve
those problems that would arise in setting up a system and learning how to properly use it.
There are well-known difficulties that arise in setting ~,p microcomputer systems. People
with little or no training in computers have great difficulty communicating with those who
have computer expertise but whose experience has been only with large systems. The computer
experts seem to be talking a foreign language. Other difficulties arise when the person
buying a microcomputer tries to get some help or information from the computer salesperson
who, it turns out, has a background, not in computers or electronics or anything else that
might be useful, but in the selling of shoes. Those who try to figure out for themselves how
to set up a system and learn to operate it by reading the literature accompanying the
microcomputer and its programs (seemingly written by people with knowledge of computers for
people who already have familiarity with computers) have been known to end up throwing the
books at the computer. I'm sure some of you are already familiar with these difficulties and
recognize the advantage of knowing someone with microcomputer experience who will be able to
communicate with you on a person-to-person basis.
After deciding that a microcomputer had a definite advantage over pencil and paper and
would make the job of filing and analyzing the damage control reports much easier, thus
justify its expense, the first task to be undertaken was to decide what equipment to
purchase. A Commodore Business Machine 8032, an 8250 disk drive, and 8023P dot matrix printer
were selected. This system was selected for several reasons. The company had an excellent
reputation for the quality of its equipment, the machines had been around for several years
testifying to their reliability, and there had been a recent reduction in Commodore's prices
which made the computer and its peripherals an excellent value. The disk drive, in
particular, configured with the Commodore microcomputer, allows you to put a great deal of
data on a single disk. You can, for example, put over 1,000,000 characters on 1 little 5 1/4
inch diskette. That's the equivalent of 500 pages of single-spaced text. The dot matrix
printer, much faster and less expensive than a letter quality printer, was directly
compatible with the rest of the system and able to print any special symbols we might want to
use that are peculiar to Commodore and not found on other machines. The overall design was
for minimizing the amount of time in setting up the system and operating it as well as
minimizing the cost of supplies, operation, and maintenance.
The presence of a local dealer who knew microcomputers was also a very important
consideration in selecting this system. The dealer not only knew how torun them, but, being
knowledgeable in electrical engineering, could also be counted on to advise about and repair
any mechanical or electronic problems that
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might arise. Now, there is a variation of Murphy's law that applies to anyone beginning to
use microcomputers; "Anything that can't possibly get screwed up, willl" Having local
support is extremely important if one is to avoid a great deal of frustration and prevent
the loss of time trying to work out the problems that will arise in learning to use the
computer and its programs. Our local support did have 1 major drawback. He could more easily
communicate with machines than with people. Here, my training in knowing how to communicate
with different people around the world, was very valuable.
The dealer provided, free of charge, the program to be used for organizing, sorting,
and printing out the data. He also offered the use of a letter quality printer for the
production of final copy. This meant that the system could be used with the advantages of
the dot matrix printer without having to pay the extra thousand dollars for printing out
final copy. Rough drafts could be printed on an inexpensive paper at approximately E times
the speed of a letter quality printer but, when the copy was satisfactory, letter quality
copy could be produced simply by bringing the diskette to the dealer. He would read the data
on his system to produce final copy on high quality paper. The total cost of the equipment
was thus kept to a reasonable amount, but still had the capacity to deal easily with the
data. It could also be expanded if, in the future, there was some need to do so.
The program used to organize and store the wildlife damage reports was a simple data
base management program. It was configured so that each report, as it was typed into the
computer, would contain as separate parts: the county in which the damage occurred, the
section of the state in which the county was located, the species of animal that was
responsible for the damage, the type of communication method that was used in recording an
incident, the date of the incident, and the estimated amount in dollars for the damage. The
program had the capability of managing as many as 20 different parts if they were needed and
with a simple rewriting of the program could accommodate even more. At first, 4 ways of
organizing the data were put into the program so that the data could be alphabetized by
county, by section, by species, or arranged by date. This placed a limitation on the number
of reports that could be held on a single disk so I have now refigured the data base format
to permit only 1 system of alphabetizing. One of the important features that a good data
management program should have is the capability of being easily changed once you discover
that the original configuration you put in really isn't the way you would like to organize
the data. You should be able to keep your options open, not be locked into a single format,
and be able to inexpensively and quickly change the system. It is now possible to keep the
records of the over 3,000 telephone calls in Kansas involved with wildlife damage on a
single disk without losing any ability of the computer to quickly sort, select, and print
out different groups of data.
The ability to sort and select different data quickly and efficiently is 1 of the most
important features of a data management program. It enables one to put together different
parts of the total amount of information for comparison and analysis. Thus, it is possible,
for example, to ask the computer, once the reports have been entered into the system, to
search through the many cases that have been entered, to select only cases of coyote damage
that have occurred in the 21 counties of southeast Kansas during November and print them
out. Or, it is possible to ask the computer, to print out the amount of damage done by
rabbits and muskrats in 1 county, 1 area, or in all 105 counties in the state. It will do
it, unerringly, in a few minutes or even seconds. To accomplish this you simply
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load a program into the microcomputer, follow the instructions written in English, type in
the information, and receive the print out. No programming knowledge is required.
I did write a small program in BASIC to enable Bob to print out horizontal bar graphs
that would more 'graphically' display the differences in damage reports by species. The
program simply asked for the number of telephone calls reported for a given period of time
for each of the 25 species of concern in Kansas. Once these were entered the bar graph was
printed out. This small program for producing the bar graph was not part of the data base
program used with the computer system, so I designed and wrote it. There are packaged data
base programs that allow for the printing of bar graphs, however, so one does not not need
to have one specially written. It's cheaper, though, if you write one yourself or can find a
friend to write one for you. It may be also possible, today, to find, as part of the free
package offered with the purchase of a microcomputer system, sophisticated data base
programs that include good graph production capabilities.
The normal print out contained 6 columns of data. Each column of data contained the
information from each of the 6 parts mentioned above. You could select any specific Part of
the data for print out and see, at a glance, the corresponding data. For example, if you
wanted to find out how gopher problems were being communicated in southeast Kansas you could
ask for a print out of all the gopher incidents in the counties in southeast Kansas. The
print out would list each incident by county and include the information about the type of
coy--:anication. The other possible ways a wildlife expert could organize and rearrange the
data are too numerous to list here, but the potential of the program for the expert should
become apparent. You can organize, examine, and file data quickly and efficiently while
having the ability to hook for important patterns of activity that can quickly be put
together and communicated to others.
Neither the ability of the microcomputer to sort and print out information nor its
capability to perform sophisticated statistical analyses of data distinguish it from any of
the large computers found at Universities' or other Computing Centers. Large computers have
been doing just this sort of thing for years and as, everyone knows, the larger the computer,
the more effectively very large amounts of data can be handled. It is not in the handling of
data that the significance of the microcomputer for wildlife research and extension lies, it
is in the freedom it offers to the expert in the field. Over.the last few months, the
capabilities of microcomputer systems have risen enormously while their overall cost has
fallen dramatically. They offer, presently, an excellent value to anyone who must organize,
analyze, and communicate information and are affordable to most organizations or even, many
individuals.
If you obtain access to one, it means that you won't have to mail to Washington, or
some other central location, information you want analyzed and wait 3 months, or more, while
someone processes the data. Although, speed is not always important, it is necessary,
sometimes, to perform some action or change the focus of activity because of the results of
data analysis. Today, for example, we have archeologists in the field with microcomputers so
that they can be better prepared to look for certain information at their sites while they
are digging. The analysis of the information they provide as they dig can give them ideas
about what to look for while they are still at the site. They are now less likely to find
out, once they have returned home, that they needed to dig 2 feet further to
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the north than they did. I imagine that the ability to see patterns developing while in the
field would also be of invaluable assistance to people who must initiate or advise wildlife
damage control action.
In the future, the networking of microcomputers will enable the rapid transfer of
wildlife damage control information via telephone lines. You will, then, be able to not only
collate and file data efficiently, easily change the organizational format as you see fit,
try various complicated analyses, watch patterns develop as the data comes in and use that
information for action, but you will also be able to receive (or send) information from (or
to) other parts of the state, country, or world. You can use the microcomputer, with the
addition of a modem and appropriate software, to append other data to your own. Then, you
can determine if a developing problem you found is applicable to a larger area or, in
reformulating and rechecking your data in comparison to the data you have received over the
phone lines, discover that a problem your peers have discovered is also developing in your
area. Ideally, this information will be available to you almost as it happens. You will not
have to wait until it is published, presented in a paper at the annual meetings, or
mentioned on the late edition of the television news.
There are still many problems ahead and all the future uses of microcomputers are
still not certain. However, in spite of the problems certain to occur in the development and
in the use of a new tool, the microcomputer promises to be of invaluable assistance in
wildlife damage control.
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